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ABSTRACT
This study explored the experiences of first-year college students relative to their
expectations of college. I gathered data from observations of small group discussions,
individual interviews, and scholarly literature. I found that there are consistent ideas that
students expect concerning college. Those expectations are at times realized during the
experiences of the first semester. At other times, those expectations are adjusted when
they do not align with the students’ experiences. Scholarly literature provides a helpful
lens through which to understand the expectations and subsequent experiences of firstyear students.
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Introduction
In this study, I explored the expectations of college that incoming students reveal
during summer orientation and in unfolding experiences during their first semester. I
gathered data from a variety of sources. I conducted group interviews during orientation
sessions prior to the start of students’ freshman year. I followed up with individual
interviews to ask students more pointedly about their first semester. I then searched
through scholarly literature to make sense of my findings.

Methodology
In the planning stages of this study, I spent a sizable amount of time deciding how
to structure my methods and processes in order to achieve the most useful results. I
debated which research methods to employ. I considered my role as a researcher and how
my perspective as a current college student might affect that role. I contemplated the
ethical ramifications of conducting such a study. Finally, I attempted to structure my
study so that my data collection and analysis were credible, consistent, and objective as
possible.

Rationale for Qualitative Research
For the design of this study, I employed a qualitative, rather than quantitative
method. Several considerations went into my decision to use a qualitative approach for
conducting research. The first consideration was my own inclinations as a researcher. 1
am a very interaction-oriented person. I place more value on the strength of my
relationship with a person and what I conclude about that person from my dealings with
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them, than an impersonal, though objective, pen and paper test about that person. The
qualitative research method reflected my emphasis on the value of knowledge through
personal relationships (Glesne, 1999).
Glesne (1999) explained that researchers can understand people through talking to
them. She wrote,“To understand the nature of constructed realities, qualitative
researchers interact and talk with participants about their perceptions. The researchers
seek out the variety of perspectives; they do not try to reduce the multiple interpretations
to a norm”(p. 5). Through qualitative research, I believed that I could conduct a more
thorough, more deeply probing, more accurate study by observing through my
interactions with participants. Because of my personal relationship with the participants, I
was able to glean more in-depth information, I was able to read moods and implicit
communication, and I was able to understand their responses based on my prior
knowledge of them.
One of the things that I kept in mind as I pursued this study was that I was dealing
with growing and changing data. The subjects of my research were living people. They
were not fixed beings. They would transform through time. Therefore their experiences
and thus the conclusions I would draw from my study were not static. Reason (1981)
discussed research that is never finished. Rather, as new data becomes available, the
results of a project continually progress. When interviewing the students and drawing
conclusions from their responses, I made sure to remember that the conclusions I came to
were not final. As more on the topic was understood, a better understanding would be
reached.
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My role as a researcher affected my interactions with the participants. It was my
aim to wear both the researcher hat and the learner hat simultaneously. My participants
were the first-year students about whom I sought to gather more information. As such, I
deferred to them and their superior knowledge ofthe subject matter: themselves and their
experiences. It was my job to spark enough discussion so that I could sit back and listen,
trying to take what I was hearing and piece it together into a holistic picture (Glesne,
1999).
The observations of my participants were necessarily subjective. They should be
recognized as such, knowing that such subjectivity constitutes one of the limitations of
this study. However, that same subjectivity creates one ofthe strengths of the study
(Campbell, 1975; Glesne, 1999; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Because of my personal
relationship with the students, I was able to glean detailed information, I was able to read
moods and facial expressions, and I was able to understand the context of their responses
from my prior interactions and knowledge ofthem. Rather than trying to remove all
subjectivity from my study, I remained aware of it and accounted for it in my
observations and findings. It should be understood that I tell these students’ stories
through the lens of my own experience. However my interpretation of their stories is just
that: one of other possible interpretations. It is merely one way, and not the only way in
which to view their stories.

Role of Researcher
I took an interest in first-year college students due to my involvement as a student
leader in various organizations on campus. In particular, my time spent as an Orientation
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Leader was instrumental in inspiring me to find out more about college students. I had
always loved working with people, and as I spent more time in different areas of Student
Affairs, I felt specifically drawn to first-year students.
My own experiences during my first year in college were also instrumental in
inspiring this study. According to Stringer(1999),“Those who have previously been
designated as ‘subjects’ should participate directly in research processes and that process
should be applied in ways that benefit all participants directly”(p. 7). Looking back on
my first year of college a few years later, I came to understand that sometime in my first
or second semester I realized that the world was completely open to me. I could do
absolutely anything I wanted to. All I needed to do was figure out who to talk to that
would help me do it. The dramatic changes I saw in myself during my first few years of
college were part of what pushed me to find out more about the college experience,
particularly the transition of new students into college life.
During my time working with first-year college students, I had the privilege and
unmitigated delight of being that person who helped them get somewhere or do
something. And that was what finally sparked my desire to learn more about the
freshman year. In order to spare the reader ofthis text unnecessary paragraphs filled with
my enumerations of the questions I asked and the possible studies I considered I will now
skip forward to the questions and study on which I landed: What expectations of college
do incoming freshman bring with them to college? And how do the experiences of their
first semester unfold relative to those expectations? So began my research project of first
year students.
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Because of the qualitative nature of this study, I was an unavoidably integral part
the results. The students in the group interviews that I conducted were members of my
onentation small groups. Those I invited to individual interviews later in the semester
were students I knew personally. Although this work is meant to be a narrative of
students’ stories in college, it is a snapshot ofthese students’ experiences taken through
my own eyes. Although the depth of my relationship with the students hopefully provided
for more richness of information, it should be understood that there could be different
perspectives on these stories and I present only mine.

Ethical Considerations
The matter of ethics was acutely important to me as I pursued each ofthe
different parts of my research. Particularly because of my previous relationship with the
participants, and therefore my personal interest in their well being, I took several
measures to ensure that the participants were informed about my project and their role in
it, and empowered to choose whether to participate or opt out.
During the design phase of my study, I completed the Human Subjects Training
offered by The University of Mississippi’s Office of Research and Sponsored Programs. I
also submitted for approval a protocol application to the Institutional Review Board for
Human Subjects Research (IRB). I started each of the group interviews by informing the
participants of my research and telling them that participation was explicitly voluntary. I
explained that there would be no adverse impact on them should they choose to not
participate. When I solicited participants for the individual interviews, I explained my
study and why they were being invited to interview. When we met for the interviews, I
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asked them to sign a consent form that explained their role as an interviewee. I audio
recorded the individual interviews and transcribed them verbatim. In each of my
interactions with participants, I took pains to make sure that they were informed of and
comfortable with the proceedings, and that they knew they could withdraw from the
study at any time.

Design of study
The structure of my study had three main parts. In the first part of my research, I
gathered information from informal group interviews concerning expectations of college.
That process led me to see emerging themes concerning students’ expectations. Next, I
interviewed several students individually at the end ofthe first semester. I asked them to
speak of their experiences concerning the themes that emerged from the group
interviews. Finally, I turned to scholarly literature to see what other studies would show
concerning first year experience and how those studies would help me further understand
my findings. I searched through several journals related to higher education, college
student development, college student persistence and retention, and first-year college
students, looking for scholarly articles that might help me understand the results of my
study.

Data Analysis
The group interviews provided me with a plethora of responses concerning
expectations of college. It was through reviewing those expectations over and over that I
started to see patterns in responses. Partway through the orientation sessions, four themes
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emerged as being the most commonly discussed expectations ofcollege. Because ofthe
repeated nature ofthe responses, I began to view those as themes that most groups would
bring up in discussion. During the remaining sessions, I saw my anticipations confirmed
as virtually each group touched on one or several ofthe identified themes.
After I conducted the individual interviews at the end ofthe first semester, I went
through each audio recording and made a verbatim transcript ofthe interview. As I read
and reread the transcripts, I began to try to piece together the parts of each student’s
puzzle. I asked myself what all the parts meant. I looked at their reports oftheir
expectations. Then I looked at the stories of their experiences. Comparing them,I tried to
come up with a more complete picture than any one part would give me. Through those
comparisons came each student’s narrative. I took my perspective on their interviews and
summarized them into individual stories that told of their first semesters.

Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness was important to me in designing my study. I gathered data fi-om
a variety of different sources. I kept a journal of my observations throughout each of the
group interviews. I made audio recordings ofthe individual interviews and transcribed
them exactly. After I created narratives for each ofthe individual interviewees, I offered
them to the participants to confirm or deny whether they thought I had accurately
represented them. And to ensure objectivity in my research, it was only after all my
findings had been recorded that I reviewed scholarly literature to compare my findings to
studies and theories that were already published.

7

Initial Research
The goal of my initial research was to begin to uncover recurring ideas and
expectations among incoming first-year students. I conducted group interviews with
students, asking them what their expectations ofcollege were. From those conversations,
I began to see patterns of responses and eventually identified four main themes that each
group discussed.

Informal Group Interviews
When conducting informal group interviews, I asked a series of prompting
questions to encourage conversation about students’ expectations concerning college. The
questions were purposefully semi-structured in order to give students the ability to speak
freely and lead the discussion where they would like. The responses garnered from group
interviews laid the groundwork for the individual interviews that were conducted later in
the semester.
During Summer Orientation 2011,1 conducted informal group interviews
concerning students’ expectations of college. These interviews were a part ofthe typical
orientation process and were implemented as a “warm up” exercise among participants to
build rapport and to encourage friendship building. There were approximately 20-25
students in each group. Participation in the group interview was explicitly voluntary.
Essentially, I facilitated a group discussion with the understanding among participants
that speaking up or participation constituted consent. Those who did not want to
participate were invited to sit quietly as the fifteen-twenty minute conversation took
place. Participants in the group interview were demographically diverse. All were

8

‘^coming freshman. Although the majority ofthe students had recently graduated high
school and was between 17 and 18 years old, there was the possibility ofsome non^raditional students who did not fit this age bracket. Participants were both male and
female, of a variety of racial and ethnic backgrounds. Some were in-state students, while
some came from several states away.
I conducted the interview by asking the group several questions concerning their
expectations of college. I used were prompting questions, but the conversation was often
led by the students. Rather than recording and making a transcript of these sessions, I
took time after each interview to write down my own observations about the responses.
This allowed me to make comments about my impressions of the group, taking into
account not only the words that were spoken, but also the manner and attitude in which
they were spoken. This also prevented comments from being identified with any specific
participant or group.
The group interview had two stages. At the beginning of the orientation activities,
I asked the students several questions that were aimed toward getting the students to start
thinking about their expectations ofcollege and where those expectations came from. At
the end ofthe orientation activities, several hours later, I presented a few more questions
to the group concerning whether their expectations had changed and why.
Throughout each of the orientation sessions, I continually studied the responses I
received, looking for recurring comments and topics. By the end of the sessions, I found
that there were several ideas that virtually every group discussed. After all the group
interviews had been conducted, I looked at the observations that had been made about
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each session and attempted to aggregate the results into a comprehensive observation
about the group interviews as a whole.

Group Interview Questions
Below is the list of questions that I presented to each group while discussing their
expectations of college. Although I followed this interview progression loosely, I also
allowed the students to direct the conversation in the way that reflected what was on their
minds. This not only allowed the students to talk about expectations of college that I had
not anticipated, it also allowed me to gather more rich details from the conversation.

First part interview questions
These are the topics that we discussed during the initial exercise in which I
encouraged them to start thinking about their expectations of college.
1. Have you ever visited a friend at college?
a. What was that like?
b. How do you think your experience in college will be similar?
c. How do you think it will be different?
2. Do you have any older siblings who have attended college?
a. Did you notice ways in which they changed from being in college?
b. Do you expect to change once you are in college?
3. What are you nervous about concerning college?
4. What are you excited about concerning college?
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Second part interview questions
These are the follow questions I posed to the students later in the day in order to
find out whether their expectations of college had changed throughout the orientation
session.
1. Think about the things you told me this morning. These are some ofthe things you said
you expected from college. How have your experiences of the day affected your
expectations of college?
a. What are some of the expectations that were reinforced?
b. What are some expectations that have changed?
c. How have they changed?
d. What changed them?
2. What are some new things that make you nervous about college?
3. What are some new things that excite you?

Emerging Themes
As I read and reread the observations I made after each group discussion, I found
that there were several responses that students repeatedly gave. By the end of the
orientation sessions, I had identified four main themes that seemed to best represent the
ideas that were foremost in the minds ofincoming freshmen. These were the ideas that.
without fail, every group interview touched on. The four main themes that presented
themselves were: freedom and independence, academics, meeting new people and social
integration, and growing up and taking on responsibility.
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Freedom and independence
This is the theme that was usually discussed first and most often. Not surprisingly,
my findings pointed to the idea that virtually every incoming freshman thinks about the
increased liberty they will experience in college. However, I was intrigued to find out that
the prospect of independence was not anticipated with unmitigated excitement. An
excerpt of notes from my observations shows this. I wrote.
There seem to be two sides ofincoming students’ expectation offreedom. On the
one hand, they feel as though, for the past 18 years, their parents have watched
over them, monitoring their every decision, making sure each one is a good one,
and sheltering them. The feel as though they have been stifled by their parents’
shelter. They are ready to get out on their own and be able to make the decisions
they want. They want to live on their own, with nobody telling them,“No, you
shouldn’t do that,” or, “You have to do this.” They are anxious to have the
independence ofan adult. However, on the other hand, they realize that the shelter
of their parents in which they have spent the first part of their life is perhaps more
safe and comforting than they previously knew. Yes they are ready to be out on
their own, and yes they want the power ofindependence, but they are starting to
wonder whether they are really ready for it. They are starting to think that maybe
they won’t be able to handle themselves on their own. After all, their parents have
been adults for years now and have had plenty of practice at being adults. But as
barely-no-longer-kids, how will they know how to make all these decisions that
they now have the freedom to make? In summary. It seems like everyone is
excited about independence, but for some, the prospect of having to take complete
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responsibility for themselves has given them a newly discovered appreciation for
their previous lack of freedom.
The discussion concerning independence was unsurprising in some respects, but
in others I found it rather unexpected. Yes, most incoming freshman had freedom on the
mind. In anticipation of college, many ofthem were making mental notes of all the ways
they would try out their newfound liberty. But as they enumerated what they would do
once they were out on their own, there were some students that began to feel the weight
of independence. Those were the students that gained a better appreciation for the shelter,
structure, and even restraint their parents had given them.

Academics
Classes and schoolwork was another topic that was discussed frequently during
group interviews. This part ofthe findings did not surprise me. It seems natural that in
such an academic-focused setting, schoolwork, grades, and graduating would be on the
mind of most of the students at a university. On the first day ofthe fall semester, the front
page of the school newspaper showed an article concerning the school’s new grading
policy. This was supplemented by brief interviews and opinions about how this shift
would affect the school and the students (Batte & Litten, 2011).
The group discussion around college academics was rarely lukewarm or apathetic.
When preparing for the group interviews, I suspected a good deal of apprehension in
anticipation of classes. However, I was surprised to find that alongside the consistent
theme of nervousness concerning academics, a parallel theme existed, though less
prevalent. This was the theme of excitement regarding college academics. My findings
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suggested that, concerning classes and schoolwork, there was a good deal offear of
struggle, failure, or lack of preparation, but there was also a fair amount of eagerness to
find what this new educational opportunity had to offer.
Many students were nervous about college classes because they feared they were
much more difficult classes than high school. The students worried that they were
underprepared. Perhaps their high school courses were insufficiently rigorous. Perhaps
they never had to put in much effort and they were just beginning to understand how
easily they had slid by. Perhaps they realized that they had never developed strong study
skills in high school. Faced with the looming prospect of college academics, many
students expressed a fear of earning poor grades, disappointing themselves or their
family, or even failing out of school.
The other side ofstudents’ expectations of college academics was the excitement
they felt. Many students, and sometimes even the ones who expressed the most concern
about failure, expressed a good deal of eagerness to get to college, start their classes, and
get to the learning part of things. Those students looked forward to everything they were
going to learn. They enjoyed academics and looked forward to being in a scholastic
environment.
Canty(2008)composed an article for the university’s orientation handbook that
offered incoming freshmen three points of advice concerning staying on top of academics
not only during their first year, but also throughout the duration of their time in college.
First, the handbook urged regular attendance in classes. Although it may seem that
students have more freedom of choice concerning attendance, there is an apparent
relationship between classroom attendance and grades in the course. Second, the
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handbook pointed out that no college student is required to navigate his or her freshman
year alone, and that there are a plethora of resources available to college students. Rather
than trying to strike out on their on and make it through their freshman year without
relying on anyone for support, the handbook recommended seeking support from
professors and departments on campus. Finally, the handbook recognized that students
might feel a great deal of pressure to figure out a plan for their future by the end ofthe
first week of school. However, that is not always practical, so the best plan may be to
make the best choice that they have available and move forward, knowing that they can
always change plans later.
As with the theme of freedom and independence, there was an apparent
dichotomy ofthoughts concerning academics in college. Some students were worried
about academics. They were afraid they were underprepared, they had insufficient study
skills, and they would not be able to make satisfactory grades. Some students were
eagerly awaiting the first day of school. The loved learning and they loved the school
environment. They were excited to get into the classroom and be challenged
academically. And sometimes these students were the same people. They were the ones
who despite their apprehensions that they would fail out after their first semester, they
could not help being excited to find out what college classes could offer them.

New people and social integration
The prospect of meeting new people excited the students in my orientation
interview groups. There were many reasons that the participants reported for this
eagerness. Sometimes they were students who came from a small school in a small town
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where they had grown up their whole lives. Sometimes they had heard from others that
the relationships that were formed in college were some ofthe strongest and most
prevailing relationships of one’s life. Sometimes they were simply very social people and
looked forward to meeting a bunch of new people and making a bunch of new friends.
One of the students in my group interviews talked about her experience coming
from a small town and a small high school. She was overwhelmingly eager to get to
college and be immersed in an entirely new social scene. To her, the thought of being in a
new and unfamiliar scene brought an element of relief She felt that she had spent the last
eighteen years of her life with the same people. She grew up with them. She went to
school with them. She felt that everyone knew everything about everyone. She was
excited to go to college so that she could create a new and fresh scene for herself with
new people.
Some students spoke of the reports of the relationships formed in college that
others had told them about. They had the expectation offorming strong friendships in
college. They had been told that some ofthe strongest relationships they would ever
have, some of the friendships that would last through their whole lives, some ofthe most
meaningful relationships they would ever have would be formed in college. The students
therefore looked forward to the new social scene in college because they expected to
make strong, life-long friendships.
Other students were simply highly social individuals who enjoyed making
friendships wherever they went. To them, college was yet another time and place that
they could form friendships. Those students were likely the ones who never meet a
stranger, are outgoing, extraverted, and thrive in social settings.
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There were also some students who were worried about the idea ofa new social
scene in college. They were afraid that they would be too different from other students
around them. They feared they would not be able to make connections and form
friendships. During orientation, one ofthe prevalent messages is that the university is a
family rather than just a school. These students felt that there was no way they would find
their niche and become part of the university family.
For example, one student in one of the group interviews told me that she was
nervous about coming to college because she was from several states away. Having
grown up in a different region ofthe US,she worried that she would not be able to adapt
to the culture and would therefore have trouble forming friendships. For this student, the
idea of an entirely new social scene was overwhelming, rather than exciting.
In contrast to the previously mentioned student from a small town and small high
school, there was another student who reported that specifically because she was from
such a small town, she was nervous about meeting people in college. She worried that
because she was used to such a close-knit community, she would feel out of place and
overwhelmed by coming to a much larger community at college. She was concerned that
she would feel lost in the crowd, and surrounded by so many people, she would feel
completely alone.
The last student I want to mention said something that impressed me. She
mentioned being worried about making friends in college. She was not worried because it
was a lot of new and unfamiliar people, or because she came from a much different
culture. Her fears stemmed from internal causes. She was nervous that she would not
make friends because she had a tendency to be a bit of a loner. She had difficulty getting
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out of her comfort zone to go out and meet people. She said that when she started college,
she wanted to learn how to be more outgoing and sociable.
A good portion of the discussion about expectations centered around the social
aspect of college. My observations showed that students spend a considerable amount of
time anticipating the social scene in college and that their feelings toward it range from
eagerness to meet all the new people in this new place to nervousness that they will have
difficulty integrating.

Growing up and taking on responsibility
The concept of having to become more responsible and grow up quite a bit in
college was another frequent topic of discussion. Students offered a few words to
describe what they thought that was going to be like and a few ofthose words in
particular stuck out to me. Bittersweet. One student talked about how his mom woke him
up every day for school, and how when he gets to college she will not be there to do that.
On the one hand it is exciting that he will be on his own, enjoying his independence. But
at the same time, it seemed lonely. Empowering. Another student saw the prospect of
having to grow up as a challenge. Sure she was going to have to grow up and learn to
take care of herself. And she was going to have to learn to do it rather quickly. But she
viewed it as an obstacle to be overcome. Newbies. Yet another student found comfort in
the fact that everyone coming to college was just as new at the growing up thing as
everyone else. He anticipated a sense ofcamaraderie in knowing that everyone was in it
together.
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Several students viewed the prospect of having to grow up and take responsibility
as a challenge. They saw it as an obstacle, but not an insurmountable one. Rather it was
an obstacle to be overcome. One student in particular described reffaming her perspective
on obstacles. She said she preferred to view these obstacles as a mountain to be climbed
rather than a wall keeping her back.
Students spoke ofexpecting to have to learn things they did not know and did not
have to know before college. When they lived at home, many ofthem never had to do
their own laundry or wake up on their own in the morning. Their parents helped them
along for the first eighteen years oftheir lives. But once they got to college, they were
going to have to step out on their own and learn to do even simple things like keep their
room clean without being reminded or go to bed early enough to get enough regular
sleep.
Several students brought up the concept oflearning to balance. When speaking of
particular ways in which they were going to have to grow up, many students expected to
have to learn to balance the different areas of their lives. They mentioned learning to
balance academics, social life, financials, healthy lifestyle, and time management. Even
for those who had been responsible for some areas of their lives in high school, it did not
seem as if any ofthe students had been on their own in managing all aspects of their
lives.
There was one response in particularly on this topic that stood out to me the most.
This student was explaining that, to her, college was a stepping-stone. It was a time for
students to become more independent and necessarily more responsible. But they were
not yet wholly on their own. When students go to college, they have to grow up a lot.
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They have to make their own decisions and take care ofthemselves. But in some
respects, they are still under the umbrella of their university and their parents. They still
live in a controlled environment. It is as if they have a safety net. Their parents and their
university want them to step out on their own and slowly become an adult. But when they
stumble, trip, or fall down, when they make mistakes, or when they get into a bind, they
have the support of their parents and their school to catch them and get them back on
their feet.

Follow Up Research
The purpose of the follow up research I conducted in the fall was to take the
broad, yet necessarily shallow responses from the orientation group discussions
concerning incoming students’ expectation of college and deepen my comprehension. To
do this, I conducted individual interviews with several students concerning their first
semester. I then turned to the world ofscholarly literature to help me comprehend what I
found. In this way, I hoped to increase my understanding by more closely examining the
expectations of individual first-year students and how those expectations unfolded as
students were met by the experiences of the first semester.

Individual Interviews
At the end of the fall semester, I solicited several first-year students to participate
in an individual interview concerning the experiences of their first semester of college. I
met with five students to conduct audio-recorded, semi-structured interviews. The
interview questions were designed to be open-ended in order to allow students the
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freedom to lead the conversation and to offer detailed or narrative responses. The
duration of the interviews ranged from 8 minutes to 45 minutes, depending on the
openness of the students and the length of their responses. During those interviews, I
asked questions that focused on the themes that the group interviews had identified. I
brought up the topic of each of these themes and asked the students to tell me of their
experiences concerning them. After I finished interviewing the students, I transcribed the
audio recordings verbatim. I then wrote narratives of each student’s account of their first
semester to explain my findings.

Individual Interview Questions
Following is the series of questions that formed the individual interviews I
conducted with first year students near the end of their first semester. Like the group
interviews, I followed the progression of these questions, but when the participants
wanted to expand on one of the points more fully, I allowed them to discuss that idea
before returning to the next question.
I. How have you been doing?
2. How is college going?
3. Have you been enjoying your classes?
a. Which ones do you like the most?
b. Are there any classes that you’re having trouble with?
c. How are they giving you trouble?
4. Have you been meeting a lot of people?
a. Have you been able to find some people that you really connect with?
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b. What is it that makes them such great friends?
c. Have you begun to feel like you have a place or a niche here at Ole Miss?
d. Why or why not?
5. Has there been a lot more freedom now that you’re in college?
a. Why or why not?
b. How do you see the people around you having freedom?
c. Or do you maybe feel like you’re not as independent as you expected to be?
d. What is making you less independent?
6. Have you had to grow up a lot since you came to college?
a. How have you had to grow up?
b. What has made you do that?
c. How do you feel that you’ve changed?
7. How do you think you’re doing?
a. How do you feel like you ought to be doing?
b. If there is a difference between how you feel like you ought to be doing and
how you actually are, what do you think is creating that difference?

Narratives
After conducting individual interviews, I spent time listening repeatedly to the
audio recordings. From these interviews, I attempted to create narratives of each person’s
interview. I drew from my interactions and knowledge of each participant as well as from
their descriptions of their first semester during the interviews. My goal was to
communicate an accurate representation ofeach person and his or her first semester
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experiences. For the purpose of anonymity, pseudonyms have been given to each
participant.

Jeremy
There should have been an eighth dwarf. And he should have been named Smiley.
If there had been such a dwarf, then he would have strongly resembled Jeremy. I know
that Happy is among the original seven, but “happy” falls short of describing Jeremy.
This was the boy who, when he saw you, truly glowed a little from the smile that spread
across his face. I was always amused by the degree of unmitigated delight that he
displayed when he saw one of his friends.
Jeremy’s affable personality was something that his friends noticed and
commented on. One ofthem described him as the most selfless person he had ever met.
One of the things that Jeremy loved about going to college was all the new people he met
on

a daily basis. Though a bit soft-spoken, he was by no means shy about making a new

friend. During his first semester, he met almost too many people to keep track of. But
relationships were important to him, and he held his fiiends close. Speaking of his social
circle, he said, “If I connect with you just that one time, then I know we're going to be
pretty good friends.”
Not surprisingly, the people-loving, big-hearted, outgoing boy saw the world
around him as generous, inviting, and delightful. When asked about his expectation of
college, he said that people were much friendlier than he thought they would be. He did
not realize everyone would be so open and eagerly welcoming. He felt that his university
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was well on its way to becoming his second home, and it was largely due to the family
like atmosphere.
Learning to live on his own and take care of himself was one ofthe challenges
that Jeremy faced at the beginning of his first semester. But he performed admirably. He
went from living at home, where he had his parents’ care guiding him and directing him,
to living in a dorm room far from home, where he had the liberty to behave as he liked.
Although that newfound freedom can be a bit too much for some first-year college
students, Jeremy managed it very well. He was no longer required to perform the little
daily tasks and responsibilities that his parents asked of him. But often, he found that he
continued doing the tasks even when nobody made him. “When I was at home, I always
had to clean my room and everything. And here, I haven't had to, but I do anyways
because it's that habit that I've grown acquaintanced to.”
Jeremy did not realize just how much independence he would have when he got to
college. Although he knew he would be living on his own and deciding for himself how
to conduct his days, he thought there were be more structure from the school. He quickly
came to realize that nobody was going to do a bed check to make sure that he was in his
room and going to sleep at night. Apart from attendance policies, there was nothing
forcing him to go to class. Nobody regulated what he ate. Though these were simple daily
activities, the autonomy that he had with them was a new experience.
When looking around him at other students, Jeremy did not think that everyone
had transitioned into the world of independence very gracefully. He noticed that some
people rarely went to classes. They stayed in their rooms sleeping all day or went out
partying at night. They did not seem to take their time in college seriously. To Jeremy, it
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w as w rong that they w ould rely on their parents' money to send them to school and
support them w hile they w ere there, yet not go to class or work to get an education,
.leremy had a strong sense of obligation to achievement w'hile he w-as in college.
All the independence that Jeremy experienced facilitated a good bit of growth. He
particularly felt that he saw change in his study habits. In high school he w^as able to get
by w ith minimal effort. He could make A's in his classes without having to study long
hours to leam the material. He applied the same technique to his college academics and
quickly lound out that it was not going to w'ork. His grades at the beginning of the
semester showed that he w as struggling to learn better study habits. But he got his feet
under him and soon found a system that worked better for him. Although he had to spend
several hours every day reviewing material and looking over topics of the next class,
Jeremy saw a solid improvement in his grades. He w^ent from making B’s and C’s as a
fresh-out-of-high-school college student, to finishing the semester with mostly A's and
B’s.

Although Jeremy thought that the improvement in his academics was the most
remarkable change he saw over the course of his first semester, it was not the only area
that saw growth. He experienced growth in other ways as well. He felt that he had figured
out how to take responsibility for himself and live on his own as an adult. Because he did
not have anyone hovering over him, he had to take the initiative to do his own laundry,
clean his room, eat well, and get sufficient sleep. After a trial and error period while he
was learning to do so, Jeremy felt that he really had learned to take care of himself.
Thinking on his growth, he reflected, “I feel like I'm not that little kid no more. I feel like
I have my own responsibilities.”
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Both Jeremy's mother and sister also attended the same university that Jeremy
did. so w hen he started school he had expectations of following in their footsteps. His
admiration of them w as e\ idem in his description of them. To him, they were both the
perfect example of w hat a college student should be like. They both had fantastic GPAs
and excelled academically and socially. Jeremy not only wanted to be exactly like them
in college, he also truly believed that he w^ould be. Some students would have had
dillicLilty working w ith that le\ el of expectation. But if he struggled with it at all, he
seemed to come to a resolution rather quickly. After the beginning of the semester,
Jeremy realized that w hile he respected his mother and sister and admired everything
they had done in college, he w'as not iioins to be a replica of them. And he did not want to
be. They had left rather impressive footsteps, but he was not required to follow in them.
Referring to his family he said. “I'm my own person. I'm going to do it my own w^ay. I'm
not going to be in her footsteps. I m going to do my own footsteps.
The first year of college was good to Jeremy. He loved being in school. He loved
meeting all the new people. He loved feeling like his school was becoming the second
home that college should be. He loved learning to take care of himself and growing into a
young adult. He loved realizing that he could appreciate the legacy that his mother and
sister had left, but he was free to leave his own legacy. He just loved all of college. It
exceeded his expectations in so many ways. He did not think he was going to enjoy it as
much as he did. He did not expect people to be as friendly as they were. He did not
expect it to become as much of a home as it did. And all of this clearly displayed
Jeremy’s optimistic disposition. Smiley, the ever-cheerful freshman who saw good
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c\ crvw here and w:as delighted by e\ erything. found college to be ovewhelmingly
wonderful.

Elizabeth
Elizabeth was a young woman who got things done. She had always been busy
with coursework and involved with activities during high school. But when she got to
college, she perfected the art of figuring out how to do something, do it well, and check it
off her list. Perhaps part of her success was due to the fact that she had been practicing
how to manage numerous obligations for years. The fact that she had always been a
multi-tasker probably helped her adjust to the demands of college life more easily. But
more than anything, it was her proactive attitude that helped her jump enthusiastically
into college life and quickly learn how to handle all of its responsibilities.
One of the areas in which Elizabeth really flourished in college was her
academics. It was not that there were not difficult subjects for her. Neither was it that she
was one of those students who understood what the professor was explaining without
having to study or practice the material. But she figured out how to make the most ofthe
resources that were available to her. She relied heavily on her professors. She participated
in class and asked questions when she did not understand a concept. She was also
persistent about visiting her professors during office hours. That was the one thing that
Elizabeth felt made the most difference in her schoolwork. She regularly went to office
hours to go over material that had just been covered in class or to ask a question about
homework or an upcoming exam. She sometimes had other students in her classes
complain about how difficult the class was and how they were doing poorly. But when
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she asked them if they had gone to the professor with their questions, they said they had
not. Because she had been so proactive about getting help with material that gave her
trouble, it seemed baffling to Elizabeth that anyone would not take advantage ofthe
wealth of knowledge that their professors offered.
Elizabeth’s university may have been responsible for helping impress the
importance of proactive, responsible behavior. Messages about the importance of taking
charge of one’s studies and assignments were found all over campus, whether in the
newspaper, or posted on a classroom bulletin board, or in a freshman guide-to-success.
Even during orientation, a few months before school started, faculty, staff, and older
students were expressing again and again how important it was to take responsibility for
academics. For example, one of the handouts distributed during orientation listed tips
given by Gardner and Jewler(2003)for success in college. In this way, the authors urged
students to be proactive in their lifestyle by regularly attending class, completing
schoolwork ahead of time, planning and keeping a routine, and optimizing a learning
style (Gardner & Jewler, 2003).
Elizabeth had to grow up a bit once she got to college. But her growth was a
unique kind. It was not that she had to change anything that she did in high school. She
merely had to learn to do it on her own. In high school, she stayed busy with classes and
she was involved in many different extracurricular activities as well. Her days were full
from beginning to end. Whether she was on her way to school or going to a meeting for
an organization or working with a friend on a class project in the evening, she was always
on the go. Her parents were instrumental in keeping her going. Sometimes they would
drive her to her different activities. Sometimes they would stay on top of her to make sure
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she got her schoolwork done. They were always with her, supporting her and helping her
keep up with her busy schedule.
However, once she got to college, the support of her parents was a little less
present. They were still there, but they were helping her out in a less direct way. They
were the cheer squad from three states away that believed in her and told her that she was
fully prepared and that she was going to do great in college. When Elizabeth started her
freshman year, she quickly jumped into joining organizations and becoming just as
involved as she had been in high school. But she had to stay on top ofthings all on her
own. There was an adjustment period when she first started to feel the weight of
everything she had taken on, but her parents had prepared her well for college, and she
soon learned how to manage all of her responsibilities.
Elizabeth’s key to staying on top of all she had to do was being proactive. She
quickly figured out that to manage her time efficiently, she had to remain aware of her
responsibilities and plan ahead for them. When she did that, she could keep up with her
academics and be an active member in the organizations that she joined, as well as find
time to relax and be with friends. Elizabeth also found that when she took such a forward
approach to her task management, she was not as stressed about all her responsibilities. It
was much better for her to know in advance that a project was due and to plan
accordingly, than to wait until the day before and panic because she forgot she had a
deadline. It was apparent to her friends that she had a good handle on her obligations as
well. She was often seen walking around campus, chipper and smiling, chatting
enthusiastically with someone on her way to class. When talking to her, it was clear that
she had plenty going on and that she was staying busy, but she knew what she needed to
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do, and she knew how to allocate her time. Elizabeth learned in her first year a skill that
many college students never learn, and it was obvious how much it helped her juggle her
responsibilities.
Elizabeth’s first semester kept her hopping and she put in considerable effort to
learn how to stay in charge of her school and her extracurricular activities. But the
success of her effort was apparent in her academics, her involvement, and perhaps most
important, her demeanor. Looking back on the first half of her freshman year, she felt
proud of how she had performed. She attributed much of her success to her willingness to
take advantage of the help that was offered to her. When asked about her academics, she
pointed to her professors and talked about the countless hours she spent in their offices,
asking them to further explain the material they covered. Speaking of her involvement
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campus, she said that when she first went to school, she had to stop herself from joining
every organization she found. But she became involved in the number of organizations
that seemed to suit her. She was able to spend the time she wanted with those
organizations, and still balance the rest of her obligations. Elizabeth dove head first into
college. She took it by storm and became the young woman who was in charge of things,
the freshman who got things done.

Porter
Porter was a different person in high school. Somewhat quiet and reserved, he
was the boy who sat back and watched the lives of others. He was known for being soft
spoken. Coming from a rather conservative background, experimenting with new
opportunities and diving into what the world had to offer was not a frequent activity of
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his. Someone who knew him in high school would have had a hard time recognizing him
after his first semester of college. Although in many ways he stayed the same person,
Porter grew into a much different version of that person during his freshman year in
college.
Academics were a mix of good and bad for Porter during his first semester. Like
many other freshmen, he went to school with a seemingly concrete plan for his college
and professional career. He was a focused and conscientious scholar and tended to apply
himself to the tasks before him and perform them well. However, when he got to college
he came across a few academic road bumps. The major he was pursuing turned out to be
different from what he thought it would be. He had difficulty working with some of his
teachers and could not get the support he needed from his department. “High School
Porter” might have passively carried on with a major that he did not love in a department
in which he felt unsupported. But “College Porter” had already started to exhibit growth
during his first semester. When he began to realize that he was not happy in his chosen
field, rather than saying nothing and sticking with it or pitching a fit and creating a
conflict with his teachers and advisors, he simply decided that another major would be a
better fit. He calmly took charge ofthe situation and without making an unnecessary
struggle, decided to change directions.
The proactive way in which Porter took charge of his academic path was one of
the smaller areas of growth that took place during his first year in college. Perhaps the
most noticeable area was his social life. Someone who had known the diffident, reserved
high school student would have been surprised to meet the outgoing, effusive, sometimes
long-winded college freshman. Porter loved meeting new people in college. He loved that
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he made too many new acquaintances to even keep track of. He loved going from class to
class and seeing dozens of people he knew. Describing that situation, he said,“I’m sure
this is the cliche thing that people talk about, but I would walk across campus and just be
like, hey everybody I know!” He was no longer the boy who sat back quietly and
watched other people interact. He was the one jumping up to meet new people and make
new friends. The shy high school student had become sociable, outspoken, and convivial.
Not only did Porter love meeting new people, he also loved getting to know those
people on a more intimate level. Once someone was added to the collection of his
acquaintances, they were sure to get a hello when he saw them. And they would likely get
much more than that. As someone who first got to know Porter in college, I found it hard
to believe that he was once shy or taciturn. By the time we became friends, he had
become a borderline chatterbox. I often ran into him on campus and each time, we talked
for a few minutes about how things were going for each other and usually commented
about how often we ran into each other and what a small world (or campus)it was! The
new, sociable Porter seemed to get even more enjoyment out of seeing his new fnends
again than he did out of making new friends.
Porter’s social circle was a wide and varied one. He did not limit himself to one
group of friends or one type of people. It seemed that once he started becoming more and
more extroverted, he could not stop. He had a close group of people with whom he was
more intimate. Those were the people with whom he shared interests and involvement.
But his friend group expanded much beyond that. I once asked him if he felt like he had
settled in at the university and found his little niche. His answer seemed fitting, “I kind of
have like, a niche within every other niche on campus... It keeps me on my feet for sure!
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When reflecting on his first semester as a college student, Porter noted two areas
in which he saw visible change. The first area was his own perception ofthe
opportunities available to him. Before he went to college, he felt like there was a certain
type of thing that he could do. He did not try out many new experiences. Because of his
conservative background, he kept rather determinedly to what he felt was the safe thing
and the right thing to do. He maintained a bit of that perspective as a college student. He
tried to stay somewhat the same person so he was perceived as constant and reliable. He
felt that people who watched him would draw conclusions about his character from his
behavior. But he gave himself the freedom to try out new opportunities within limits. He
no longer felt like he had to be one kind of person. He started trying out all different
kinds of organizations. He described finding new opportunities,“I would be walking
around and I’d see a flyer and I’d be like, high school didn’t have that. High school didn t
have that. High school sure didn’t have that!” While still exhibiting the same character
that he did in high school, Porter came to realize that there were innumerable
opportunities for expanding his experiences, and he took hold ofthose opportunities
enthusiastically.
The second area in which he saw obvious change was in his relationships with
people. He had always been the quiet one. He was the one to watch while others earned
on a lively conversation. When he came to college, he thought he was going to be that
same person. He expected to be just as reserved and shy. Butjust as he realized that there
was not just one type of thing that he had to do, he realized that there was not a certain
type of person that he had to be. He took that knowledge and broke out of his shell
socially. He became outgoing, sociable, friendly, and chatty. He became the person who
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would jog across the student union to catch up with you and say hello. He made friends in
all different groups across campus. No longer the boy who sat back and watched, rather
he became the one leading a lively conversation.
Porter had always valued consistent, dependable behavior. Because ofthat, when
he got to college, he kept many of the character traits that he exhibited in high school.
But he also came to realize that there were countless opportunities available in college
and he took advantage of as many of them as he could manage. His first semester was a
synthesis of continuation of who he had been in high school and exploration of who he
could be in college. He was the boy who changed; and stayed the same.

Jason
Jason was a young man on a path. He viewed his life, and in particular his college
experience, as a process in which every day was one step forward. His point of view was
apparent in several different areas of his life. In his academics, he saw how he had
improved since high school, but he saw room for further improvement. Concerning his
relationships, he saw how he matured when he came to college. There were ways in
which his behavior toward people changed and ways in which he stayed the same. Jason
also saw how he learned to take responsibility for himself once he went to college. For
him, college was a period of growth. He saw how he had grown in his first semester and
he looked forward to seeing who he would become in his remaining time in college.
There was not a class during his first semester that Jason positively loved. He
enjoyed them enough to perform well in them. He found friends with whom he could
study. And he drew on his professors as a resource when he needed extra help. His
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involvement and interest in the subjects were enough to ensure that he made the grades
that he wanted to make. But what he really looked forward to was getting into the courses
for his major. As an engineering major, he took the basic freshman courses during his
first semester, but he was anxious to start classes that were more specifically suited for
his field of study.
The growth that Jason saw in his academics was apparent in two ways. The first
way was the eagerness he developed for learning subjects that interested him. He was
excited about engineering. His enthusiasm to get started on the more difficult courses of
his major grew as he got further into his freshman year. He was not simply anxious to get
started with them so he could get them over with and graduate. He was impatient to learn
what the courses had to teach him. The other manner in which he saw academic growth
was in his study habits. Looking back on the end of his high school career, Jason did not
think that he had pushed himself as much as he should have or tried to perform at the
level at which he knew he was capable. Rather, once he had been accepted into his
university, he began to slacken the vigor of his work. However, once he got to college,
his enthusiasm for engineering made him realize the importance ofstriving for excellence
in his classes. It was a learning period, but during his first semester, he became
recommitted to high performance standards in his studies. He saw the changes to his
study habits that he made in his freshman year, and he looked forward to even further
improvement during the remainder of his college career.
In some respects, Jason’s friendships stayed the same when he got to college.
There were new people, but his interactions with them were very similar. He had always
been one of the more mature people in his friend groups. Reflecting on his relationships
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in high school, he said, “Back home, I was that kind of person who would watch over
everybody. Like I was that big brother, older sibling type of person.” That was the part of
Jason’s relationships that stayed the same in college. He continued to be the dependable,
reliable, overseeing friend who kept an eye on others.
In other respects, the way in which Jason interacted with people changed
drastically when he went to college. When relating to people who were older than him, he
no longer felt like he was the little kid. In high school, he often felt much younger than
either the older students or his teachers. But in college, he felt like there was much more
equality among the students and professors. He did not feel like the younger kid or the
student relating to the adult. To him, he had become an adult, and he could relate to
everyone at college as an adult as well. Rather than viewing himself a little kid, he saw
how he had grown. He commented on the change in his relationships, “I’m a freshman,
but I’m 18 so I’m already an adult. And I’m interacting with all these older adults.
Jason did not expect to have quite as much freedom as he did when he got to
college. There were some parts of his new independence that he anticipated. Other parts
took him rather by surprise. He knew he would be able to make his own choices. He no
longer had his parents and teachers looking over his shoulder, making decisions for him
or making him do things. Instead, he had people in his life that offered advice and made
suggestions. But the decision of what he would or would not do was entirely up to him.
Although this newfound autonomy was liberating, he did not realize how much
responsibility would come in its wake. It was not long before he realized that having the
freedom to make all of his own choices meant that he was the only one who would make
those choices. The same change that granted him independence also put the weight of
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caring for himself entirely on his shoulders. And he rose to the challenge admirably. It
took a little getting used to, but Jason learned rather quickly how to take care of himself.
He learned to value the opinions of his parents, teachers, and advisors, but to make the
decisions based on his own reasoning. He learned to accept the responsibility for his own
actions. In the first semester of his college career, Jason went from being a kid who relied
on his parents to keep him on track, to a young adult who realized the responsibility that
rested on his shoulders and managed it commendably.
Looking at the first half of his freshman year in college, Jason felt proud. He saw
personal growth. He saw proof of maturity. He noticed that in some ways he had changed
as a person since high school. He viewed himself differently. He viewed himself as a
young adult instead of as a kid. He viewed his relationships with people differently. He
saw them more as a peer relationship than as a superior-inferior relationship. He changed
his work ethic upon coming to college. He found the drive to push himself to academic
excellence. And he learned to take care of himself as an adult who lived on his own. In
keeping with his perspective of his college career, his first semester was one of matunng
and change. It was part of the process of his growth as a person. He saw where he came
from. He saw how far he had come. And he looked forward to how much farther he had
yet to go.

Kelly
Kelly was a young woman of surprising depth. And that statement needs
explanation. I do not mean that when I met Kelly I thought she was shallow or superficial
or interested merely in status and surface issues. Rather, I mean there was a lot more to
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Kelly than I originally supposed. The only child of a family in a small southern town, one
would not suspect she had been exposed to many experiences that would force her to
grow. But perhaps the experiences are only a catalyst for growth, and someone with an
inclination toward maturity will find a reason to grow in any situation. The
transformation I saw in Kelly during her first semester in college was rather remarkable.
Kelly was the poster child for all things sanguine and free-spirited. She fit the
description of a social butterfly perfectly. Rather than having a core group offriends with
whom she spent the majority of her time, she had several friend groups, and she moved
from group to group throughout the day. She was not tied down to one set offriends.
Like a butterfly, she flitted from group to group, chatting here, making a new friend
there. When asked about whether she felt that she had found her niche at school, she said,
“Well, I don’t really like niches I guess. I go with the flow. I’m one of those people, I m
a drifter.”
She approached her individual relationships similarly. She was not someone with
many strong ties to people. She had many casual friends, and she added to her collection
of acquaintances regularly. But there were not many people with whom she was very
close. There were a few people that were closer friends because of the length oftime of
their friendship and because of things they had in common with Kelly, but for the most
part, she flitted from friend to friend much as she flitted from group to group.
Because of the lighthearted way in which she approached her friendships, one
might suppose that Kelly was not very conscientious of others. But that was one area in
which she exhibited surprising character. For example, her career ideas changed over the
years, but they always showed a strong sense of understanding and empathy for people in
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the world around her. Because of her experience volunteering in a girls’ home near her
home town, she went to school wanting to pursue psychology and paralegal studies with
the intent of going to law school. Her plan was to become a prosecutor against sexual
abuse criminals. But as she began introductory paralegal and psychology classes, she
started to feel that law school was not quite right for her. Her time at the girls’ home had
inspired a desire to help people, especially victims of abuse, but she wanted to work with
them even more closely. By the end of her first semester, her goals had shifted a little.
Rather than pursuing law school, she wanted to go into social work. Her plan was to be a
housemother for a children’s home and take care of those who had been taken away fi'om
abusive families. Kelly felt that she could make a greater impact by working with the kids
one-on-one. Speaking of her plans, she said, “It’s a more personal connection with those
kids that I want to help and I’d rather have the personal connection.”
College was a time of profound growth for Kelly. There were several areas in
which she felt that she learned to take responsibility. The first of those was the care of her
room. During high school, Kelly had better things to do than keep a clean room. Being
the social butterfly that she was, she had old friends to attend to, new fiiends to meet,
places to go and people to see! She was a self-proclaimed slob. She had an interesting
organization technique. Her room was split down the middle. Although it was all covered
in clothes and clutter, one side of the room was the clean side and the other side was
dirty. So when she washed clothes, she did not fold them and put them in a drawer or
hang them in a closet. She deposited them on the clean side ofthe room. Once she wore
them, they were transferred to the dirty side of the room. There they stayed until she
finally did laundry again and moved them back to the clean side.
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Although at face value, it was a valid method, Kelly hated the way she kept her
room. She hated feeling like she could never find anything. She hated wanting to wear a
certain shirt and realizing she could not because she could see it stuffed in a comer on the
wrong side of the room. She hated having stuff everywhere and living in a cluttered mess.
When she went to college, her room was one thing that she decided she was doing
differently. She became very proactive about maintaining her living space. She adopted a
cause and effect attitude toward it: if I leave this shirt on the floor now,I will be upset
that I have to step over it later. She started being very disciplined with herself about
taking a moment to clean up one item so that she did not have to clean twenty items in a
few days. To Kelly, the only way to make sure that she did not end up living in a disaster
zone again was to constantly make little efforts to stay clean. “It’s a lot easier to go
downhill than uphill in that type of situation,” she said.
Her room was not the only thing that benefited from the newly discovered
Proactive Kelly. She also saw drastic improvement in her academics. Describing her
study habits in high school, she said, “I was one of those people that, I studied the night
before the test, maybe. 1 might study just five minutes before it. And that was my study
time.” It did not take Kelly long to figure out that while she breezed by in high school
with minimal effort, college was a good bit more demanding. Appl)dng the same
philosophy to her school work that she did to keeping her room clean, she learned to do a
little bit of work sooner so that she did not have to do a whole lot later. “I have learned
that if I do not start studying two days before that test, it’s not going to work out. It s just
not.” Looking back on her first semester, she wished that she had performed better at the
beginning of the year, but she acknowledged what a noticeable progress there was in her
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study habits. She still saw room for improvement, but she gave herself credit for how far
she had come.
When talking with Kelly, one of the things that struck me the most was her
description of her family life. She explained to me briefly what it was like growing up
with parents who divorced when she was young. She maintained a good relationship with
both parents, but at times she had difficulty mediating between the two ofthem. She
looked up to both of her parents and had the view that what they did was perfect and she
should seek to emulate it. That relationship shifted when she went to college. She still
had a strong relationship with both her parents, but she no longer felt like their little girl.
She felt that she was able to relate to them almost as a peer- as their adult daughter. She
had a greater respect for them in this new relationship, and she felt that they respected her
more as well. She even felt that once they were all able to look at each other as adults,
she was able to help her parents communicate even better. “So, it is different, Kelly
reflected, “I think I have a deeper connection with both ofthem now.”
Kelly changed and matured in many ways in her first semester of college. But
perhaps her greatest point of growth was her view on the way she lived her life. She
became very aware of herself and her actions. She came to realize how those actions
would affect her not only in that moment, but also in the moments to follow. She looked
at her actions and considered what the ramifications ofthem would be. Without losing
any of her sanguine, free-spirited nature, she learned to live in the now and yet look to
tomorrow. “I love this moment,” she said,“But I’m going to make sure that this moment
isn’t going to cause me consequences in the future.” Such was the philosophy of Kelly.
She was the compassionate, empathetic social butterfly. She was the adult daughter. She
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loved the moment in which she lived, yet she anticipated the future. She was a young
woman of surprising depth.

Scholarly Literature Review
After I conducted the group and individual interviews and recorded my findings
from those, I turned to literature to discover what other researchers had already found on
the topics I had been exploring. This seemed extraordinarily unnatural to me. Unlike any
research project I had ever done, qualitative research suggested that I might consider
doing all my research on my own before I looked to see what the world of literature had
to say about it. After being assured and reassured by my thesis advisor and other faculty
members or graduate students who were also familiar with the order of qualitative study,
I finally accepted that this was indeed a proper order for a research project and settled
into the literature review stage of my study.
This section discusses the seven articles that were used to explore the significance
of my findings. As I found literature related to my topic, I kept three questions in mind:
What are the commonalities between the literature and my findings? Where are there
gaps, or what areas of this study should be further examined? And how does the literature
help me understand my findings?

Strategizing for College Success
Two of the scholarly articles I used to help make sense of the data I gathered
looked at the freshman year experience and examined how students achieved success
during their first year. After asking students to define their idea of success in college, the
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authors went on to explore how students achieved those ideas ofsuccess (Clark, 2005;
Yazedjian, Toews, Sevin & Purswell, 2008). After reading those articles, I identified
similarities between the students in those studies and the participants of my own research.
Yazedjian, Toews, Sevin, and Purswell (2008)discussed the different
interpretations of collegiate success. In this study, students were asked to define success
in college. They identified three components of success: grades, social integration, and
the ability to navigate the college environment(or take responsibility for themselves).
Students then identified strategics for achieving this success, including forming study
groups, utilizing professors’ office hours, and balancing academic demands and social
activities. Finally, the students reported that although they knew what strategies to
employ to achieve success, they did not always do so (Yazedjian et al., 2008).
One of the ideas Yazedjian et al.(2008)touched on was that of balance or
managing several different activities at a time. This was a prevalent idea in my study as
well. It was something that the students in my small group discussed a good bit. They
reported expecting to have to learn to balance a variety of responsibilities and activities
when they arrived at college. The students in my individual interviews also discussed the
idea of balance. Elizabeth stayed on top of all her responsibilities by being proactive
about all the things she was committed to. She planned ahead to make sure she was
taking care of all her tasks. As a result, she was able to stay on top of all her classwork,
participate in several extracurricular activities, and still have time for social activities.
Kelly talked about having to plan ahead so that she did not get behind on schoolwork. If
she did not put academics first, she would end up playing around and procrastinating. But
she learned to make herself work first, and promise herself playtime on the other end.
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The students in the article described an adjustment period when they first got to
school in which they learned to manage a new le\ el of schoolwork (Yazedjian et al.,
2008). In my study. se\ eral students reported having to readjust or learn from the
beginning how to study in order to make the grades they wanted in college. For example.
Kelly said when she was in high school she could get by without much effort at all. But
after making unsatisfactoiy grades at the beginning of the semester, she learned how to
study more effectively. She started studying for tests earlier and she allotted time for
schoolwork before she allowed herself recreational time. By the end ot the semester, she
had improved her grades, and looked fonvard to seeing them get even better in the
following semester.
When the students in this study were asked to describe what techniques they
employed to make satisfactory grades, they mentioned such things as using study groups,
sharing notes with friends, and attending professors' office hours (Yazedjian et al., 2008).
Although I did not specifically ask about methods of success, the students in my study
offered similar responses while speaking on the topic of academics. Elizabeth said that
she relied heavily on her professors. She went to their office hours when she did not
understand material and she found that they were more than helpful. Jason had a friend
who was in several classes with him. They made a habit of studying together. Jeremy

was

religious about attending classes. To him, it was wrong to rely on his parents money to
go to college if he was not going to attend or do well in classes.
Although many of the findings of the article aligned with my own findings, there
was a small area in which I noticed discrepancies. According to the article, none of the
students in the study felt prepared for college in terms of academics. Even though some
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of them had participated in Dual Enrollment classes or had taken Advanced Placement
courses in high school, all of them were taken by surprise when they were faced with
college classes (Yazedjian ct al., 2008). Although some ofthe students I interviewed felt
the same way, a few of them seemed to feel a bit more prepared. Elizabeth had an
adjustment period in the beginning of the semester in which she figured out how to juggle
all of her responsibilities and still maintain the grades she wanted, but she came into
college with great time management skills. Perhaps the fact that she was so involved in
high school prepared her for the higher demands of college academics. Porter reported
feeling fairly ready for college. He said that both of his parents had attended college, so
he felt like they were able to prepare him well for what he would need to do.
The goal of this article was to develop a better understanding ofstudents’
definition of success in college. According to those students, three components of success
were identified: grades, social integration, and the ability to navigate the college
environment (Yazedjian et al., 2008). This is relevant to my study because the three
components of these students’ definition of success line up with three ofthe themes
identified by the students I interviewed: academics, fiiends and meeting new people, and
responsibility and growing up. I did not specifically ask the students to speak about these
themes in relation to success, but they mentioned these themes when speaking oftheir
expectations of and experiences in college. The resonance between this article and my
own findings suggested that students’ expectations of college necessarily included an
underlying component of striving for success in college.
Clark (2005) addressed several ways in which students approach their first year of
college. The main proposal of the article was that students transition to college by
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devising strategics to manage the various circumstances they face. Students leam to
integrate into their new environment by overcoming obstacles, seizing opportunities,
adapting to change, and pursuing goals.
The first strategy that students employ to succeed in their first year ofcollege is
overcoming obstacles. The author of this article reported that students view some
circumstances in college as obstacles and they devise methods for overcoming those
obstacles (Clark, 2005). My study showed similar results. The students of my individual
interviews explained that when they were unhappy with an area of their lives, they came
up with a way to change it. Porter was not making the grades he wanted in his class. He
spoke with his professor, but felt that the professor was grading him based on her
political beliefs rather than the content of his assignments. He then spoke with the chair
of the department to solicit support and hopefully persuade his professor to change the
way she graded. When the chair sided with the professor, Porter decided to change his
major. Similarly, Jeremy was not pleased with his grades at the beginning ofthe
semester. He realized that he did not have the study skills he needed to earn the grades he
wanted. So, he devised a strategy for improving his grades. He spent more time on his
academics. He religiously attended classes. And he pulled his grades up to a satisfactory
range.
Learning to seize an opportunity was the second way that students learned to
succeed in college. According to the article, students sometimes developed strategies to
seize a perceived opportunity that would bring positive outcomes or advance them toward
a goal. Sometimes they joined organizations that would give them a desired experience,
such as expanding their social circle or teaching them a new skill (Clark, 2005). When
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Porter went to eollege, he thought he was going to be the same, soft-spoken, shy student
that he was in high school. But he realized once he got there that he did not have to be
just one kind of person. He could be whatever person he wanted. He started going around
campus and trying out every organization that interested him. As a result, he made friends
in countless different areas and became a much more social, extroverted person.
Elizabeth reported seizing opportunities as well. In order to achieve the level of
academics that she desired, she took advantage of her professors’ office hours as often as
she could. She was consistently showing up to review material she did not understand,
ask about an upcoming assignment, and look over past tests. Realizing that if she were
not proactive in her classes, she would not be satisfied with her grades, she took charge of
her schoolwork and took advantage of the resources available to her.
In the article, Clark (2005)stated that students were faced with changes in thenfirst year and many of them learned to adapt to that change. Those changes may have
been positive, negative, or neutral. The point was that the changes were inevitable, and
that the students had to find some way to accommodate them. The results were that they
found a method for coping with the change, sometimes experimenting with different
options until they found one that would produce the desired results (Clark, 2005). For
example, Jeremy was not prepared for the demands of college academics. In high school,
he could put in minimal effort and still be satisfied with his grades. But once he got to
college, he quickly found out that continuing those habits would give him substandard
grades. Changing his study routine took some trial-and-error, but eventually he
established new habits that brought his grades up significantly.
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Kelly exhibited this kind of accommodation as well. She hated the way she kept
her room in high school. It was a giant mess: all the clean clothes were in a pile on one
side of the bed and all of the dirty clothes were in a pile on the other. When she went to
college, she decided she simply was not going to do that anymore. It required an
adjustment period, but eventually she learned that if she took just a few minutes every
day to pick up a few items, she would never have to spend hours cleaning up a disaster.
Both of these students were faced with new situations when they got to college. They
realized that their previous behaviors would produce undesirable results. Rather than
continuing this behavior, they adjusted to change by forming new habits.
The students in the article also strategized for pursuing and accomplishing self-set
goals. This type of strategy was unique from the others because it was in response to an
internal, rather than external circumstance (Clark, 2005). For example, Porter wanted to
pursue a career in politics. He was originally a public policy major. However, he was not
happy with his professors or with the department so he decided to change majors.
Pursuant to his goal, however, he chose a new major that would still help him achieve his
aim of being in politics by changing his major to political science. In another example,
Kelly’s car was on the verge of death. It was an old car, and barely reliable only on a
good day. Recognizing that she would have to pay at least part of the expense for a new
car, she adopted a strict budget. Allotting herself enough money each week to purchase
the items she needed and no more, Kelly slowly put away money every week to help
purchase a new car.
Looking at the reports from the students I interviewed, I could see the different
strategies they formed to face the challenges of their freshman year. These challenges
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varied in difficulty for different students. Some of the students took a few months to
finally strategize an effective studying plan. Others seemed to come to college with more
efficient study habits. Some had goals that were pursued by simple means such as
changing a major. Others had goals that required extensive planning, such as purchasing
a new car. But many of the students’ actions could be viewed as strategies as a means of
overcoming an obstacle, seizing an opportunity, adapting to change, or pursuing a goal.

Parental Involvement
One article I read provided perspective on my research as it related to
transitioning students' relationship to their parents. Cullaty(2011)conducted a study that
considered the impact of a supportive or unsupportive parental relationship on incoming
freshman. Both of our studies showed that students who feel the support and
encouragement of their parents during the transition to college make that transition more
smoothly.
In his study, Cullaty (2011) explored the relationship between parents and
students and the effect of that relationship on the students’ integration into college.
Specifically, the article examined the correlation between parents behavior and students
sense of independence and confidence. Cullaty stated that parents could promote
independence in their student by adjusting the parent-student relationship so
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encourage their students to care for themselves while simultaneously allowing them the
freedom they need to take that responsibility. The author claimed that parents could also
seek to shift their relationship with their students from a parent-to-child relationship to an
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adult-to-adult one. In doing so, they would promote autonomy and foster a sense of
confidence in their students (Cullaty, 2011).
I found similarities between the students of the article and the participants of my
study. Cullaty (201 1) wrote about several students who experienced support from their
parents. As a result of the parental support, the students developed a sense of
individuality. Thereafter the students felt that their parents believed they were selfsufficient and they were often responsible for taking care of themselves. Like the article,
some of the students I interv iewed reported a change in their relationships with adults
since they came to college. They grew to feel that they related to adult as peers, rather
than as children to adults or as children to parents. Jason reported increased confidence
because of this change. He no longer felt like the little kid among grown-ups when he
talked to older students or even professors. Kelly said that she could relate to her parents
as an adult and they viewed her with more respect. Because of this, she was able to
improve the eommunieation between the two ofthem.
In contrast to the support from their parents that some students experienced, the
author also wrote about other students who felt that their parents did not allow them to
become self-reliant. Rather, the parents intervened when there was a conflict and were
over-involved in the students’ decisions. Because of this hovering behavior of their
parents, the students had difficulty developing a sense of liberty and competence. They
sometimes felt that their parents would not allow them to make their own decisions or
that they would openly opposed decisions with which they disagreed (Cullaty, 2011).
Supporting the theory that over-involved parents could inhibit grovvth and
confidence in students, orientation sessions were constructed to help parents adjust to the
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idea of supporting their students in their newfound independence. As orientation leaders,
we valued the parent-student relationships. We recognized that students who felt the
confidence and assurance of their parents would more readily rise to the challenge of
learning personal responsibility. Conversely, parents who doubted their student’s
capability would hinder students’ development of responsibility. In order to help parents
become more supportive and therefore create more confidence in their students,
orientation leaders went through training to help teach them how to handle a situation in
which parents struggled with being over-involved (Ratcliff, 2011).
Unlike the article in this respect, none of the students I interviewed reported
interactions with their parents that left them feeling insufficient or incompetent. Kelly
knew that her mother had difficulty relinquishing some of the protection she previously
gave her, but she was fully supportive of Kelly’s budding independence. My findings did
not contradict the claims of the article. Rather, because none ofthe students in my study
reported feeling a lack of support fi'om their parents, my findings could not confirm that
students who experience over-involved parent had more difficulty developing a sense of
confident independence.
In the Cullaty(2011)study, the author was able to explore more broadly and more
deeply one of the four themes that emerged in my research, namely the theme of
freedom, independence, and responsibility. There were some results that both the article
and my finding showed. Students from both the article and my study reported that
support from parents created a stronger sense ofindependence and confidence in their
ability to take responsibility. Other results were evident in the article that my findings did
not show. Students in the article reported that lack ofsupport fi’om parents or over¬
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involvement hindered students’ development of autonomy. None ofthe student in my
study reported experiences of over-involvement or lack of support from their parents.
I did not find evidence that contradicted Cullaty’s article. Rather, I suspect that
my study was less specifically focused than the article. I did not particularly ask students
about the support they did or did not receive from their parents. Rather I asked them to
discuss the theme of independence and responsibility. From their answers, there did
appear to be a connection between the strong support they felt from their parents and the
developing sense of independence they experienced. Therefore, my findings suggested
that the parents’ support played an important role in imparting freedom and confidence in
their students, and had they been less supportive, the students’ growing autonomy could
have been stunted.

Independence and Interdependence
When students go to college, they are faced with the tensions of managing the two
concepts of independence and interdependence. In order to manage those tensions, they
adapt to their new circumstances by redefining their sense of self, and making new
relationships with people who are both similar and different from themselves. Smith,
Carmack, and Titsworth (2006)followed a collection of first-year students’ transition to
college and explored how they coped with the difficulties of balancing a desire for
independence and a growing need for interdependence.
In their study. Smith et al.(2006)claimed that students were delighted with the
freedom they experienced when they first arrived at college. However, as they reveled in
their newly discovered independence, they soon came to realize that they needed a
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support system as well: they needed interdependence. A student in one of my orientation
group interviews said she felt like college was a nice transition into adulthood. The
students’ parents and the university were there as a safety net. They were watching and
would catch the student if she fell and pick her up when she needed help, but for the most
part, they were going to let her do things on her own. This student recognized her need
for support, even as she realized that she was excited about her new freedom.
According to Smith et al.(2006), the two ways students managed this tension
between independence and interdependence involved redefining their sense of self and
negotiating similarities and differences between themselves and others. Jason exhibited
increased independence as well as interdependence in his relationships in college.
Especially in band, he mentioned looking up to older members because oftheir superior
knowledge and experience. However, he did not feel like he was a little kid among older
kids. He felt like they were all adults together. He redefined his identity by viewing
himself as a young adult rather than a little kid, and recognized the similarities and
differences between himself and his new acquaintances.
The authors reported several ways in which students redefined their sense of self.
Those ways were establishing identity,joining groups, maintaining a stable sense of self,
reaffirming self-identity, and embracing labels(Smith et al., 2006). Porter actively
redefined himself when he went to college. He had an epiphany-like moment when he
realized that he was not bound to particular mles concerning his identity. He was free to
choose whom he wanted to be. Regardless of which ofthese events was the cause and
which was the effect, he exhibited evidence of many ofthe factors of redefining self He
established a new identity for himself He joined several different groups with the explicit
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intent of trying out as many new things as possible. He maintained stability in some ways
by continuing some behaviors and beliefs he held in high school.
Similar ideas of becoming a new person in college were apparent beyond the
confines of my inter\ iews as well. Dickson (2011) wrote in an article for the student
newspaper about the changes he experienced during his freshman year. He said, “But,
when I really think about it, I can't believe how strange it is to choose to be an)^ing at
all... These things may sound difficult at first, but through the joy of repetition, anything
is possible”(p. 2). The student writer's words conveyed that in the college environment,
students were surrounded by the concept that they were free, and even encouraged, to
reinvent themselves (Dickson, 2011).
Smith et al.(2006) claimed that students negotiated differences they found
between themselves and others by meeting new people and forming relationships based
both on similarities and differences. In the group interviews, students repeatedly
mentioned looking forward to meeting new people. Part oftheir excitement was engaging
with people who came from different backgrounds and had different experiences. Those
were relationships based on differences. However, they also expressed anticipation of
finding people with whom they got along because of commonalities. They were excited
about joining organizations and having a group of fiiends within that organization. Those
were relationships based on similarities.
Students in the article (Smith et al., 2006) realized they could redefine their sense
of self and become whomever they wanted to be. However, sometimes there were certain
characteristics or values they did not want to change. They took steps to help those areas
remain constant, such as joining an organization based on values they held or finding
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\ arious other groups that would support them in their values. In my study, Porter
exemplified this finding. He went to college and actively redefined the person he was.
However, he also valued constancy in his behavior. He did not want to change the parts
of him he felt were more fundamental. He wanted to hold the same values he did in high
school. One of the ways in which he guarded his values was to actively seek involvement
in organizations that shared his religious beliefs. In that way, he sought the support of
those with similar values so that as he redefined his identity in so many ways, there were
still some aspects of him that did not change.
Through the perspective of this article, I could see how the students I interviewed
worked to reconcile the sometimes-conflicting tensions of independence and
interdependence. It was apparent some of them purposefully redefined their identity.
They all met new people, some like them, others different from them. Yet when there
were parts of their character they did not want to change, they took steps to ensure their
constancy. Those were some of the steps they took to adjust to their new life in college.

Student Involvement
When searching for scholarly literature that would help me understand the
students’ experiences with meeting new people and social integration, I came across
several articles that provided insight into the way first-year students transition socially. In
particular, those articles discussed the importance of involvement in quality activities
during students’ freshman year (Ticu and Pancer, 2009). I found, like the students in the
articles I read, the students in my study also seemed to be impacted by their activities
outside the classroom.
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One article I read discussed first-year students’ transition to college and how that
was affected by involvement in activities outside of the classroom. It specifically
examined which activities were most beneficial in students’ transition. The authors
claimed that it was the quality rather than the quantity of students’ activities that created
the greatest impact (Tieu and Pancer, 2009). When students arrive at college, there is a
barrage of possible extracurricular activities that invite their involvement. In the school
newspaper’s first issue of the fall semester, almost every page contained an advertisement
encouraging students to join some organization or participate in some event(Wadkins,
2011).
According to Tieu and Pancer’s(2009) article, quality activities were defined as
activities that were important to the students. They brought the students a sense of
enjoyment, and cultivated a feeling of competency. Students were committed to those
activities and found connectivity in them. There was a positive relationship between
involvement in quality activities and successful adjustment to college (Tieu & Pancer,
2009). Quantity of involvement was not the only focus of messages on campus. A
handout from the Career Center stated in its mission, “the Career Center provides
students with opportunities to engage in meaningful activities related to career
development and emplo)anent”(Career Center, 2011). The Career Center staff, rather
than encouraging sheer volume in involvement, recommended that students find activities
that would be beneficial to them in their transition into college and their preparation for a
career.
As I considered students’ involvement in extracurricular activities, I considered
both the article’s findings and the messages from the university. I compared these to the
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reports from the students I interviewed. For the most part, the findings ofthe article
aligned with the experiences of my student participants. Yet there were students,
Elizabeth and Porter, whose experiences showed some slight discrepancy to the article.
Elizabeth’s experience seems to contradict the idea that the greatest benefit is
derived from quality rather than quantity of activities. But upon closer examination, there
appears to still be alignment. Elizabeth was involved in lots of different activities in
college. She had a high quantity ofinvolvement, but she was also invested in her
activities and found them to be rewarding. She seemed to feel a sense ofcompetency and
achievement in them. She became connected to people through them. When asked about
those people with whom she felt closer, she mentioned friends who were involved in the
same organizations as her. From my interview with Elizabeth, I concluded that part ofthe
reason she seemed to have such ease transitioning to college was because of her
involvement in so many extracurricular activities. And those activities that were ofthe
highest quality to her were also the ones she pointed to as being most helpful in her
transition.
In addition. Porter was also involved in lots oforganizations. There appeared to
be quality in his numerous activities as well. He seemed to find a sense ofidentity from
the number of things he did and the number of people he knew. He said that the people he
knew more intimately were the ones with whom he had more in common,such as the
other members of his fraternity. Probably most importantly, the many activities in which
he engaged made him feel connected. When he got to college, he actively sought
participation in activities. He also became much more outgoing, social, and extroverted.
Although one could not confidently determine the causal direction of these events, my
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findings ultimately confirmed Tieu and Pancer (2009), suggesting a relationship between
quality extracurricular involvement and successful adjustment to college.
In further exploration of the role of extracurricular involvement in the transition to
college, I was inclined to think that Jeremy’s high-quality activity was his inteipersonal
relationships. He did not mention any particular organized activity with which he
strongly associated. But he talked about his friendships a great deal. In his interview he
told me,“If I’ve made that connection with you just once, we’re going to be pretty good
friends.’’ Jeremy was committed to his friendships. He obviously found connectivity in
them and it was apparent that enjoyed them immensely. His friendships were very
important to him. And those relationships were instrumental in helping Jeremy transition
to college.
Alternately, Jason was very invested in band. He talked about how long he had
been involved in band. He talked about how much he relied on the older members of
band. He even mentioned one of his closer friends, whom he first met in band. Band was
important to Jason and he was committed to it. He found a sense of identity in that
affiliation. Because he had been involved in band for several years and thought he played
his instrument well, band was an activity that brought him feelings of competence.
Kelly’s experience with extracurricular activities differed a bit from the
experiences of the other sUidents I interviewed. Her experiences also differed from the
claims of this article. For Kelly, band was a high frequency activity for her. But I was not
sure it was something in which she was really invested. Kelly’s personality did not seem
to tend toward being strongly attached to one activity or one person. She was a social
butterfly, flitting from person to person and from activity to activity. Thinking through
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the five factors of a quality involvement, I wondered if Kelly felt any ofthem very
strongly. It seemed that she enjoyed band and made friends there. She played her
instrument well, and showed up when she was supposed to, but she did not seem strongly
committed to band. She did not seem to form her identity around it. It was a part of who
she was, but she did not need it.
The Tieu and Pancer(2009) article offered an interesting perspective on the
responses I gathered from the interviews. Which of the extracurricular activities were
most instrumental in the students’ adjustment to college? Why were they so instrumental?
What facets of a quality activity were present in their chosen activities? Through the
individual interviews, I gathered that most of the students were involved in activities that
helped them transition into college life. The activities that were most beneficial were
those that were high in quality, and not necessarily quantity for that student. Those
activities were important to the students. The students enjoyed them. They were
committed to the activities and felt a sense of competence in them. In those activities, the
students connected to and formed relationships with other students.
Bussed and Rose-Krasnor(2008)also studied the extracurricular involvement of
students and examined what effects those activities had on the students’ freshman year.
The authors showed that students who were engaged in activities during their freshman
year that offered challenge, social importance, low stress, and other factors, were students
who exhibited personal growth.
Elizabeth was a very involved high school student. When she went to college, she
continued to pursue extracurricular activities. She had to manage her time carefully in
order to ensure that she could fulfill all her academic and extracurricular activities, but
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she quickly learned how to do so. Elizabeth was one of the most involved students that I
intendewed. She was also one of the most “on top of things” and proactive. According to
her account of her first semester, the activities in which she participated helped stimulate
personal growth in her freshman year.
Porter thought that when he went to college, he was going to be the same shy,
introverted, unnoticed student that he had been in high school. However, once he arrived,
he was detemiincd to redefine his identity. Once he was in college, he felt that he could
be anyone he wanted to be. Before long, he became one of the most outspoken and
extraverted people I know. He reported walking around campus and looking for flyers for
organizations he could try out. He tried as many different organizations for religious
groups as he could. He became involved in several other extracurricular groups. It
seemed that those groups became part of Porter’s identity. He said he loved feeling like
he knew so many people. He did not feel like he had just one niche. In fact, he reported
confidently that he felt he had a niche within every niche on campus.
Elizabeth and Porter’s level of involvement may have been influenced by the
university and its messages about involvement. Participation in activities beyond the
classroom was widely encouraged on campus. For example, during the summer
orientation, Ms. Valeria Beasley-Ross of the Office ofthe Dean of Students conducted an
information session on community service and the different opportunities that were
available to students through the university. She particularly urged involvement in
community service on the premise that such activities would spark personal growth and
create the greatest impact on students (Beasley-Ross, 2011).
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The Busseri and Rose-Krasnor(2008)article discussed an important factor in
interpersonal and intrapersonal growth. The authors showed the relationship between
involvement in activities other than academics and interpersonal and intrapersonal
growth. In the study, those students who were engaged in challenging yet rewarding
activities exhibited marked growth in their first year. The results ofthe study were also
apparent in my findings. The students I interviewed also showed growth that was related
to their involvement in different activities.
In the last article I examined, Liff(2003) discussed different forms ofintelligence,
specifieally emotional intelligence, and how they affected the transition from high school
to college. The author claimed that more than traditional intelligence was responsible for
success in college. The article suggested that emotional intelligence was even more
*tnportant that traditional intelligence in helping students transition to college (Liff,
2003).
Liff spoke of the importance of emotional intelligence. She stated that a student's
emotional intelligence was just as important, and possibly even more important, than
traditional intelligence, in predicting success in college (Liff, 2003). Some similar
findings were apparent in my study. Although I did not formally measure emotional
intelligence in my students, there were some aspects of emotional intelligence that were
indicated by the students’ responses. Kelly exhibited a great deal ofself-awareness.
Porter was very goal oriented. He set his sights on something he wanted to achieve and
he figured out what he needed to do to get there. Jeremy showed a great deal of empathy
and social skills. He remained aware ofthe feelings ofthose around him and highly
valued his friendships. My study was not specifically designed to measure the impact of
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emotional intelligence on students’ transition to college. However, according to the
students’ self-analysis as prompted by my intei^dew questions, each of them felt that they
had done admirably in transitioning into college life, and I could clearly see signs of
emotional intelligence in them, so it may be suggested that part of their smooth transition
into college was due to their emotional intelligence.

Conclusion
This study explored students’ expectations of college and subsequent experiences
in college from several different perspectives. It investigated the expectations that
students have before they arrive at college for their freshman year. It followed up on how
those expectations unfolded for students in their first year. It also explored the available
literature concerning first-year experience and used that literature as a frame of reference
by which to understand my own findings. From those different angles, I gathered a
variety of views on the freshman year. The different perspectives ultimately uncovered

a

number of methods and techniques that students used to help their transition into college.
The methods were varied, ranging from developing new studying techniques, to
embracing newfound autonomy, to creating stronger friendships to provide social
support. Each of the techniques in some way improved the students’ first year in college
and helped facilitate a smoother transition into college life and adulthood.
Many of the students I interviewed before the start of the fall semester anticipated
an increased challenge in academics once the got to college. When I followed up with
students at the end of the semester, some described being unprepared for college
academics and having to change their study habits in order to maintain satisfactory
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grades. Literature about the first semester also revealed that often students felt
unprepared for college, no matter how consciously they tried to ready themselves
(Yazedjian ct al., 2008). The students I interviewed talked about devising several
strategics for coping with this new challenge. The first method students used to help
themselves in the area of academics was recognizing that the studying techniques that
had worked for them in high school were insufficient for college academics. Rather than
continuing with their old habits and suffering with the grades they earned, the students
had to put forth the effort to leam new habits. Ultimately this willingness to learn new
habits stemmed from an appreciation of both education and the college experience, and
that appreciation was encouraged by family members and professors who also valued
education and championed the students in their efforts. By creating new study techniques
and developing a better way to leam, students more smoothly transitioned into the
academic part of college.
Students in my group interviews anticipated having to take on more responsibility
and leam to take care ofthemselves once they were in college. They realized that they
would have increased autonomy and wondered whether they had the personal
responsibility to support themselves. During the individual interviews at the end ofthe
semester, all of the students discussed their increased maturity and growth in some way.
Some students had stmggled with learning to take care ofthemselves, while others
seemed to step up to that responsibility more easily. They employed a number of
different methods to leam how to be more self-sufficient. Some students found that
involvement on campus, especially in high quality activities that were meaningful to
them, helped them leam to organize and prioritize their obligations. Other students
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focused on future goals and how they were going to achieve the goals. Those goals gave
them a reason to take personal responsibility and remain motivated. Although it was
difficult to learn, all of the students I interviewed showed a dedication to continual
growth and a proactive approach to learning personal responsibility.
A new social scene and new friends were discussed often and enthusiastically
during the group interviews. Students eagerly awaited getting to college and making
many new friends. Although many students were excited to meet new people and form
new friendships, it seemed that it was not until after the first semester ofcollege that they
appreciated how crucial those relationships, as well as other social support, were in their
integration into college life. Smith et al.(2006)agreed that the relationships formed in
college were an integral part of successful transition into college. Although first-year
students were thrilled with their new freedom and independence, they needed supportive
relationships as well, and they learned to rely on their family, their university, and their
new friendships. The students I interviewed at the end ofthe semester discussed the
positive relationships they had formed in college. Many ofthe students had fiiends they
could rely on for stability and support. Some students depended heavily on relationships
with their professors. Others described the strong support they felt from their family back
home. Each of these relationships was meaningful to the students, and they were part of
what helped the students transition into college life so successfully.
Increased autonomy was the expectation that was most talked about by students in
the group interview. It seemed that every incoming student was excited to be independent
and feel the freedom of college life. Some students were nervous about the freedom, and
wondered if they were ready for it, or if once they were all on their own they would miss
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the security of being under their parents’ protection. Cullaty(2011)revealed that students
who felt the support and encouragement oftheir parents transitioned into college more
successfully. Parents who championed their students’ newfound freedom and fostered an
adult-to-adult relationship with their students helped create a sense ofcompetency and
confidence in their students. That assurance that they could manage their new autonomy
helped students adjust to college life more easily. When describing the experiences at the
end of the first semester, many students mentioned the support they received from their
parents as well as the change in relationship that had occurred since they got to college.
Some felt that they had begun to relate to their parents as fellow adults, rather than as
their children. That relationship change reinforced the idea that the students were able to
take care of themselves like adults. Students who were encouraged by their parents were
confident that they would be able to manage new obstacles that arose. They knew theu’
parents were supporting them, but they also felt they could step up and take care of
themselves. Students knew the support oftheir parents and felt they could manage

the

increased freedom and therefore the challenge of more responsibility that came with
college life.
.1
My study investigated the first-year experience from several different vantages
explored the expectations of college incoming students have before they start college. I
examined how those expectations unfold during the students’ first semester. I then looked
at my findings through the lens of scholarly literature in order to create a better
understanding. Each of these perspectives came together to reveal a variety of challenges
that students face in college and the strategies that students use to transition into college
successfully.
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